Quelques notes sur l’évolution du français surtout en ce qui concerne la prose pour le 314 Introduction à la littérature française

Old French

By 12th and 13th centuries, the vernacular is acceptable for literature. 
LANGUE D'OIL (see map in Rickard, p. 48) dialects: 
Francien, Norman, Picard, Champenois, Walloon, Poitevin, etc. 
LANGUE D'OC dialects: 
Gascon, Limousin, Auvergnat, Provençal, etc. 
As Francien gains ascendency, the long-lived process of centralization and codification of French begins. 
With 11th century, documents permit one to see that O.F. has a "grammar", if not yet a set othographical system. 
 2 case system — oblique / nominative 
STYLISTICS: OLD FRENCH PERIOD 
In general, word order for complete sentences is freer. This is theoretically so since there is syntactical information provided by the flexions for nouns, determiners, and verbs. It is in fact so, as can be seen in poetry. For the 12th and 13th centuries, as you now know, there is little more than verse in French. For that reason, one must be leery of generalizations concerning what was actually done with word order in Old French texts other than those extant. 
Subject pronouns and determiners, including definite and indefinite articles, were present less systematically or obligatorially than has become the case with Mod. French. Consequently, the presence or absence of such words could be considered if not always optional, at least, of stylistic import, i.e., conveying shades of meaning or tone. 
Vocabulary is difficult to assess. In a time of such manifold linguistic change as the Middle Ages, it is uncertain what choices in diction (vocabulary choice) were available to an author for any period in any region. In any case, the extant literature suggests a rich range of both learned and popular words, and numerous synonymes in verse and prose alike. 
It is doubtful that various registers of elegance are plentiful. The rhetorics of the period were intended for Latin composition. Although since antiquity high, low, and middle styles were distinguished, the texts in Old French were probably written implicitly in middle-to-low style. Provençal lyric poetry was of a refined and elegant sort, frequently of a highly formal nature as well, but the langue d'oïl was generally used for the edification of the people of a non-discriminating taste anyway. One might make an exception for the rhymed courtly romance which emulated the vocabulary and refined parlance found in the Provençal lyric. In any event, discernible differences in register even if not so great as with later French literature exist. Comedies and the later fabliaux clearly use a vulgar to colloquial language. The chronicles, written usually to glorify the past of a noble family, were frequently of a less coarse sort. A work such as the Roland seems at times elegant, reminiscent in places of biblical (O.T.) style, in places coarse. 
Prose becomes more plentiful in the 14th-15th centuries, particularly as a result of the remaniements of O.F. chansons de geste and rhymed verse narratives--ususally of a courtly nature. Syntax is frequently convoluted and unclear. Pronouns are not infrequently used without an explicit antecedent. Relative pronouns often refer not to the last possible antecedent but to one still more remote. It is probably safe to say that style is not a matter of serious and extended reflexion and experimentation until the late 15th and especially 16th centuries.
Middle French: 14th, 15th, & 16th centuries 
The two-case system abandoned--major morphological change. 
The vowels simplify--major phonological change. 
Conjunctions and syntax become freer. 
Vocabuary expands. 
Period of Froissard, Villon. 
Langue d'oïl--clearly more prestigious of two. 
French the official language--16th century. 
Apologists of the French Language. Apologies: 
 Deffense et Illustration de la langue françoyse 1549 Joahim Du Bellay 
 Institution chrétienne 1541 Jean Calvin 
 La Concorde des des langaiges 1513 Jean Lemaire de Belges 
 Traicté ... avec le Grec 1565 Henri Estienne 
What is meant by "Middle French" Old French and Modern French are two distinct languages, rather than two ages or phases of the same language. Middle French, extends from approximately 1350 through 1610, that is, from the demise of O.F. until the appearance of Mod. Fr. Middle French applies, not to a third language, but to the state of transition between O.F. and Mod. Fr. Though finished as a language, O.F. lingers on until nearly the seventeenth century; elements of Mod. Fr. can first be seen as early as the fourteenth century. Middle French is difficult to characterize so clearly and fully as O.F. and Mod. Fr. precisely because the language is rapidly changing and thus hard to pin down during those middle years. Certain of these changes can be related only minimally to the socio-political history of that period (e.g., phonological), yet for the sake of convenience, the Middle French period corresponds roughly to the beginning of the "Hundred Years' War" (1328/1346) through the end of the "wars of religion" (1598). 
The changes characteristic of the Middle French period are pervasive from a stricly linguistic standpoint: phonological, grammatical, syntactic, orthographic and lexical. There are also changes, as you know, in attitudes toward French, how it is regarded in relation to Latin and Italian, how it is treated stylistically (which we'll see in the second half of the course), what subjects are written in French, etc. The story of Middle French is essentially how a vernacular, not taught as a language and little used apart from poetry (religious and lyric), chronicles, and some fiction--with no set grammar or spelling-- becomes in the seventeenth century a highly respected language with an increasingly explicit grammar and orthography, used in writing about a variety of subjects in a variety of styles or registers. 
Concomitant with the loss of the two-case system of O.F., was an increasing fixity in word order, usually SVC for declarative sentences.

On the other hand, a latinizing tendency manifested itself with the deliberate carry-over into French of the Latin complex, periodic sentence, with elaborate subordination and conjunctions. 
Ayant doncques sceu ceste mort, avant que la nouvelle en fust divulgee, il voulut prevenir à donner au peuple bonne esperance de l'advenir : si s'en alla avec une chere guaye en l'assemblée du conseil, là où il dit qu'il avoit eu en dormant un songe qui promettoit quelque grande prosperité prochaine aux Atheniens, et incontinent apres arriverent ceulx qui apportoyent la nouvelle certaine de la mort de Philippus : dont les Atheniens feirent aux Dieux sacrifices de joye pour la bonne nouvelle, et en decernerent une couronne à Pausanias qui l'avoit tué. --Vies des hommes illustres Aymiot (traducteur) "Vie de Démosthènes" 
Conjunctions of all sorts proliferated. "Et"s and "que"s and "comme"s were used to weld phrases together along with hundreds of new conjunctions, not all of which were retained in Mod. French: surtout que, mesmement que, comme ainsi soit que, par autant que, pour autant que, non que, en manière que, de mode que, si que, somme que, à ce que, etc. 

Phonological (simplification) 
Reduction of the total number of phonemes begins in O.F. and continues throughout the Mid. Fr. period. Consonants are pretty much as in Mod. Fr., except that r is still tongue-trilled. In word-final position, r is mostly silent, not only as in the -er, first conjugation infinitives, but nearly everywhere. In fact, final consonants, generally, cease to be pronounced, except in liaison. 
Thus -s as sign of plural drops out of pronunciation, along with -r (e.g., aimer, finir, miroir), -n after nasal vowel (e.g., bien), -l (e.g., sourcil, mortel) -t in verb ending and adjectives (e.g., petit, parlent). 
Vowels simplify, too. The diphthongs of O.F. reduce to monothongs by the end of the 16th century, even "au" is by then [o] (e.g., eau [o] and no longer [ow]. The diphthong spelled oi in O.F. becomes a semi-vowel pronounced either [w ] or [ ], and written more and more ai (e.g., roi, donnois, donnais). 
Orthography remained archaic, for the most part, though spelling reforms along phonetic lines were proposed. Most spellings that are changed represent--or attempt to--etymology. 

craincte, faict, poinct, 
Magdeleine, doigt, vingt, joug 
advenir, adventure, nid, nud, pied 
verd, grand, rond, sourd, tard 
paix, noix, six, voix, dix 
abbé, belle, mettre 
aureille, pauvre, taureau 
aile, clair, pair, fraisle 

Lexical changes were considerable. Many O.F. words drop out of the language. 
ajourner, anuyter, assener, isnel, cuidier, si (not 'if'), car 
(not 'for'), occire, choisir (not 'choose') choir, baillier, ains, etc. 
Loan words flow into French from Provençal, Spanish and Italian (little English and German). 
ITALIAN: accort, assassin, bagatelle, balcon, baguette, bouffon, banque, bidet, burlesque, cadence, camisole, caprice, caresse, carrosse, cartel, banqueroute, soutane, boussole (see, too, 
Rickard, p. 94) 
SPANISH: bizarre, camarade, cassolette, algarade, abricot (see, too, Rickard, p. 94) 
PROVENÇAL: accolade, aspic, badaud, bordel, barricade, caserne, escalier, fat, pastel, presse, troubadour, truc 
The major outside influence was Latin. 
LATIN: exact, oculaire, auriculaire, académie, facilité, apostolat 
Relatinization resulted often in doublets, one learned reflex and an etymological one:

	etymological ~ learned
	etymological ~ learned

	aver ~ avare
	leün ~ légume

	batoier ~ baptiser
	orine ~ origine

	beneiçon ~ bénédiction
	rade ~ rapide

	escomengier ~ excommunier
	treü ~ tribut

	encharner ~ incarner
	verté ~ vérité

	enferm ~ infirme
	naïf ~ natif


The Place of French in 16th century 
1. French in civil acts and administration 
August 15, 1539: Ordonnance de Villers-Cotterets required that, 
"tous arrêts, ensemble toutes autres procédures, soient de nos cours souveraines autres subalternes et inférieures," be "prononcés, enregistrés et délivrés aux parties en langage maternel français et non autrement." 
2. Ambroise Paré, barbier chirugien Briefve collection de l'Admistration anatomique 
(1550) and Méthode de traiter les playes, faites par harquebutes (1545). 

Refused to allow them to be translated "pour le plaisir des étrangers"! 
3. Peletier du Mans A un Poète latin (1547) 
J'écris en langue maternelle 
Et tâche de la mettre en valeur 
Afin de la rendre éternelle, 
Comme les vieux ont fait la leur, 
Et soutiens que c'est grand malheur 
Que son propre bien mépriser 
Pour autrui tant favoriser. 
Si les Grecs sont si fort formeux 
Et les Latins sont aussi tels, 
Pourquoi ne faisons-nous comme eux 
Pour être comme eux immortels? 
Toi, qui si fort exercé t'es 
Et qui en latin écris tant, 
Qu'es-tu sinon qu'un imitant, 
Crois-tu que ton latin approche 
De ce que Virgile écrivait? 
Certes non pas (tout sans reproche) 
Du moindre qui du temps vivait? 
Rabelais Gargantua "La harangue que Janotus de Bragmardo faicte à Gargantua pour recouvrer les cloches." 
"Ehen hen, hen ! Mna dies (bonjour), Monsieur, Mna dies, et vobis, Messieurs. Ce seroyt bon que nous redissiez nos cloches [...] ...qui les vouloient achapter pour la substantifique qualité de la complexion elementaire que est intronificquée en la terresterité de leur nature quidditative [...] 
"Reddite que sunt Cesaris Cesari, et que sunt Dei Deo. 
"Par ma foy, Domine, si voulez souper avecques moy in camera, par le corps Dieu! charitatis (salle des hôtes), nos faciemus bonum cherubin. Ego occidi unum porcum, et ego habet bon vino. 
"Or sus, De parte Dei, date nobis clochas nostras. 
"Ca! je vous prouve que me les doibvez bailler. 
Ego sic argumentor : 
"Omnis clocha clochabilis, in clocherio clochando, clochans clochativo clochare facit colchabiliter chochantes. Parisius habet clochas.* Ergo gluc.** 
* Toute cloche clochable, en clochant dans le clocher, clochant par le clochatif, fait clocher clochablement les clochants. 
** Real formula for conclusion to an absurd argument 
STYLISTICS: MIDDLE FRENCH PERIOD

By the end of the 13th century there is as much prose produced as verse, at least to judge by what remains. We will be looking at prose style, not versification, a technical matter of some complexity. (See for references: Suberville Histoire et théorie de la versification française, Elwert Traité de versification française).

Not only is there a wide-spread interest in long prose remaniements of the 12th century rhymed narratives of yesterday, there is an increase in learning generally taking place and germinal valorizing of the vernacular in many a medieval mind. Thus French is invigorated by the the late 12th century "renaissance," in particular by the efforts of those who brought their knowledge of Latin--its lexicon and rhetoric--to bear on French. To the influx of new words there corresponds an increase in options for diction; as the former grows, so too the latter; for every new word there is a new choice possible. As synonymes differentiate, each acquiring a meaning or nuance peculiar to it, shades of meaning and nuance proliferate generally, with the result that the language becomes both more supple and subtle. Not surprisingly, care and thoughtfulness are ever more discernible in the redaction of French prose pieces. Under such conditions, one may approach the matter of late medieval and Middle French vernacular style(s) with increasing assurance and reward. Notice, incidentally, that this early rise in prestige and expressive potential predates the (French) Renaissance, despite the deliberate impression frequently (and falsely) left by the humanists that the vernacular was finally, only with the 16th century, emerging from the "Dark Ages."

In any event, the borrowings from Latin enrich not only the lexicon of Middle French, but influence its very rhythm of discourse, presumably spoken as well as written. Popular reflexes are typically of few syllables. Syncope had shorn most Latin words of more than one syllable and, with the loss of those atonic syllables, had very nearly leveled out spoken rhythm (See pp. 31-33, 41-45). Learned words, especially the Latin loan-words of the fifteenth century bring in large numbers of polysyllabic words which retain, as well, most of their tonic, counter-tonic and atonic syllables. Thus, different rhythms become possible for poetry--and prose.

There is little reason to postulate, before the Middle French Period, a significant divergence between spoken French and written French--particularly when it is recalled that nearly everything was written in Latin and that the reason French was sometimes chosen was precisely to communicate effectively with unlearned listeners. One should then very much expect that texts in the vernacular closely parallel the popular idiom. Except for word order, patterns of rhyme and assonance, a certain number of lexical items, and perhaps an irresistible rhetorical flourish here and there, what is written was probably much like the spoken language. For all too obvious reasons, the true nature of the old spoken language must remain within the realm of probable knowledge at best; its true nature can never be known exhaustively or definitively. As time passes, with the Middle French period and especially during the sixteeth century, the gulf between the spoken word and the written word becomes wider and wider. It was part of the prevailing esthetic that artistic prose utilize rhetorical effects that could be arrived at best after careful consideration and experimentation. As Erich Auerbach has shown in Mimesis this is so even with a seemingly simple, unadorned style, as with the Chanson de Roland. Spontaneous writing would have been regarded as mere unfinished writing, from this esthetic vantagepoint; it offers little that cannot be had in conversation. Expensive parchment and velum, as well as the time of the scribe or the copiste, are resources reserved for documents particularly worthy of preservation. Remember that books are not mere media of conveyance, mere bridges for the meeting of the minds, they are not disposable objects whose worth amounts to no more than the content they contain. They are objects few can afford; and, as the beautiful caligraphy and illuminations remind us, they are objects of beauty and grandeur in their own right. Remember, too, that for the most part, people did not write to extend their message geographically. That will not become the case until a means of mass producing written documents at low cost presents itself with the invention of the printing press. People wrote to give their discourse a pleasing or effective presentation and form. Writing was used to extend the message only temporally, at best; that is, so that the message might be read by successive generations. 
Style then emerges as a rather distinct aspect of vernacular writing gradually throughout the Early Old and Middle French periods. The medieval as well as the Middle French mentality requires that instruction, edification, and enjoyment--often all at once--immediately stand under any particular redaction. Thus a concern for and with style(s) is implicit throughout the 11th through the Middle French Period. 

Before leaving the topic at hand, mention must be made of one final but pervasive influence on Middle French prose style. 
The fifteenth century legal and administrative circles exercise a lasting influence on the French language generally. As we have already seen in this course of study, the praticiens were decisive, in at least the short run, on matters pertaining to orthography and vocabulary. They play a major role in the determination of French prose style as well. Their stylistic legacy can be briefly summed up by enumeration of their writing tendencies: sobriety of tone, high degree of specificity, tightness and clarity of articulation and syntax (as in relatives and antecedents), (over)use of relatives pronouns and determiners like lequel,laquelle; ledit, ladite, et passim, themselves instances of acute specificity. But to Descartes and the Classicism whose rational side he is said to have inspired goes the credit, in most literary histories, for the clarity and precision of the French prose style whose true champions are, in my opinion, the much underestimated practiciens. 
Modern French 17th Century 
Syntax, vocabulary, grammar essentially unchanged till present. 
Language codifies. Grammarians of language taken seriously. 
Paris clearly the central force in all language matters. 
Eighteenth Century

Fun continues to be poked at patois and dialects

French grammarians continue to flourish

French begins to rival Latin, not only as principal language of serious writers in France, but also of the cultivated persons throughout western Europe.

European presses spread written French throughout Europe and social classes benefiting from public education.

With the Revolution, an even heavier-handed approach to promoting a standardized French

Certain reforms concerning grammar, spelling, even names of months, etc. ushered in by Revolution.

Prose crisper, simpler syntax.

Nineteenth Century

Poetization of French prose, invention of new figures of speech.

Preterite tense on decline

Concrete nouns rendered abstract, and vice versa.

Twentieth Century

Exploration of "styles" continues

Colloquial speech in novel and theatre

Where will it all end?

